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At youth theatres, schools, universities and theatre camps; on stages and in 
rehearsal rooms, many of us have seen young performers grab for and grasp 
physical theatre forms, and produce performances that are immediate and connected 
in ways that traditional forms [whatever they are] can only reach for. 
 
The form of physical theatre has a magnetic appeal for young performing artists. 
Queensland Company Zen Zen Zo is deeply drawn to working with young people. 
What’s the source of mutual attraction? 
 
Zen Zen Zo, established in 1992, declare at www.zenzenzo.com their aim  to 
“recapture the ritualistic power of theatre by combining a striking visual and physical 
language with raw energy and emotion.” 
 
2004 sees them premiering a new work – The Odyssey, continuing to develop their 
arsenal of programs designed to invite young people into their work, and significantly, 
as the inaugural ‘company in residence’ at the Queensland Performing Arts Centre. 
 
Immersion and Residence 
The residency grew from the company’s strong relationship QPAC’s Artistic Director 
John Kotzas, who first commissioned their work for the 1996 Brisbane Festival. 
 
Discussions between Zen Zen Zo and Kotzas sought to build on the performances 
and make them connected and integral to a schools program. Successfully trialled 
alongside their 2002 work Macbeth As Told By The Weird Sisters, these workshops 
grew into the Immersion Program, a unique opportunity for students of theatre to 
soak up Zen Zen Zo in process and product  
 
Lynne Bradley, co-artistic director of ZZZ, says the Immersion Program “was 
designed to involve schools even more intimately in the process, so not only did they 
get a workshop before seeing the production, they were invited to come and watch 
us in rehearsals, they had forums with us before and after the show,  and there was 
quite a lot of dialogue with the teachers as well.” 
 
As the design of the Immersion Program emerged, it became clear that Zen Zen Zo 
would “need to be ‘in house’ a lot more than just the rehearsal a couple of weeks 
before we opened, this transformed into the notion of a company in residence.” 
 
“It’s a brilliant new program for companies similar to ourselves who have established 
themselves, and have made a go of it, are here for the long haul, but don’t have 
infrastructural funding, and having that support makes all the difference. Just even 
the phone bill, having that paid for us, each of us having our own computer: air-
conditioning! 
 
They’ve opened their doors to us, made us feel incredibly welcome, and given us 
access to facilities, an office, equipment, and knowledge.” 
 
QPAC’s support Zen Zen Zo via the residency of course goes well beyond these 
facilities.  
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Their new production, The Odyssey, had access to the performance space for a full 
month prior to opening night, facilitating large cast rehearsals, and visual design. 
 
In addition to a fully subscribed reprise of the Immersion Program value-adding to 
The Odyssey, the company was also able to engage in a number of other activities, 
including a teacher’s training course and creative development of Wicked Bodies, a 
show that will appear as part of La Boite’s mainhouse season at the end of the year.  
 
It won’t be long until Zen Zen Zo’s former office space at St Lucia’s Avalon Theatre is 
due to be demolished. So as the productive QPAC residency concludes, Zen Zen 
Zo’s odyssey continues.  
 
Zen Zen Zo, Young People, Water And Sand 
Lynne Bradley co-founded the company with Simon Woods in 1992, and looking 
back, sees Zen Zen Zo as being “at the forefront of the wave of physical theatre as it 
crashed across the shores of Australia.”  
She describes with clarity the convergence at that time of new and traditional circus, 
the growing interest in Asian theatre forms and Australia’s passion for the physical, 
particularly sporting, dimensions of life. 
 
[Zen Zen Zo] “…started off because we were young people and we were responding 
to what we wanted to see on the stage… in the early 90’s naturalism still had a very 
strong hold on the Australian scene, and I think we were part of breaking that open.” 
 
The company runs Physical Theatre Workshops for Secondary Schools titled 
‘Breaking Boundaries’. This isn’t just a bit of snappy copywriting. Lynne sees Zen 
Zen Zo ‘breaking boundaries’ not only in subverting preconceptions of who art is 
available to, but within the artworks themselves. Lynne makes clear connections 
between the multimedia literate young person and the new performance works the 
company builds. “They’ve been raised on video clips and fast paced, beautiful 
spectacle – why should we deprive them of that?” 
 
Of course the company foregrounds “…the body, which is at the heart of physical 
theatre, but we’ve been interested in experimenting with a whole range of score: a 
performance is made up of a whole lot of different scores : spoken, movement, 
lighting music etcetera,  and  putting them together to make a beautiful symphony; 
multiple layers of communication are at play.  
 
We have an incredibly non-elitist attitude to art. We believe that art is truly for 
everybody… we’ve really tried to make the works accessible.” 
 
Their commitment to accessibility is one of the driving forces behind its well-
developed education program. It operates not only in terms of external workshops for 
schools but within Zen Zen Zo, where a system of internships trains young artists as 
they work with the company. 
 
“I think our company particularly has been very instrumental in developing the genre 
of physical theatre because of the dissemination of skills. We’ve trained a huge 
number of practitioners now working professionally across Australia. I’m very proud 
of that. 
 
We train all of our core actors to teach…and they embrace the philosophy of how 
important the dissemination of skills is to encouraging the form of physical theatre, 
and they all passionately love teaching.” 
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What is also clear is that young people also love to be taught by Zen Zen Zo. I 
speculate that it is to do with the muscular immediacy of the form; its ability to 
facilitate young peoples’ creation of a bold statement, either individually as a group. 
It’s visceral, in the moment, uncompromised by bits of paper. Lynne interrupts me 
and I realise it’s me who’s supposed to be interviewing her. And she cuts to the 
chase. 
 
“In terms of the training for young people, the challenge that it throws out to them is 
really important. 
 
We teach them to enter a problem, and not to go around it: that if you can re-train 
yourself to enter problems and not to avoid them, it completely changes your life. not 
just your art.  It’s about breaking down the barriers – and realising that most barriers 
are self- imposed – and when kids get their head around that, it’s mind-blowing for 
them.” 
 
Zen Zen Zo’s The Odyssey is a vibrant, focussed, poetic performance work. Its 
elemental nature is manifest in the set, which involves sand and water onstage,  
something Lynne says QPAC was “pretty nervous about” in terms of the first two 
rows being splashed or sprayed. The company stuck to its guns, suggesting a written 
warning/disclaimer in the foyer might do the trick.”… and sure enough,  the kids fight 
to be in the first two rows. And they love it.” 
 
The potential for people to be changed by art, whether they’re entranced by theatrical 
form; stomping as if their lives depended on it in a training workshop; being splashed 
(or immersed) is what drives Lynne and Zen Zen Zo forward.   
 
“That’s one reason we have a love affair with schools and teaching, because of the 
transformative power of, particularly the trainings that come out of Asia, because they 
are imbued with an incredible life philosophy.  
I think, for us, the company is in the business of transformation – it’s personal 
transformation as well as artistic transformation.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
